Can we use an innocuous stimulus to replace methadone maintenance therapy for opioid dependence?
In most countries, methadone maintenance is the first widely used opioid replacement therapy to treat heroin dependence, and it remains the best-researched treatment for this problem. However, tolerance, dependence or even deaths usually develop with repeated doses or increasing in dosage. So it is necessary to solve this problem if possible. According to the conditioned immune response (CIR) based on the classical conditioning, learning can be established by repetition training that paired a conditioned stimulus (CS) with an unconditioned stimulus (UCS) for some time, and then similar or better effects can be performed by re-exposure to the CS alone, or to the combination the CS and a reduction in the UCS. So we speculate that if methadone as an UCS paired with an innocuous CS (such as electroacupuncture etc.) could establish a conditioned response, then it is quite likely that methadone maintenance therapy will be replaced by using the CS alone or the combination of the CS and a reduction in methadone. By pairing the administration of methadone with a CS in an appropriate fashion, it may be possible to reduce the amount of methadone required, thereby minimizing both toxicity and cost.